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ABSTRACT 

This report presents findings on underage alcohol use (i.e., 
alcohol use among persons under the age of 21) from the National Household 
Survey on Drug Abuse (NHSDA) . The NHSDA asks respondents about the quantity 
and frequency of their alcohol use in the past month. The NHSDA also asks 
about problems or behaviors associated with their alcohol use in the past 12 
months, including driving under the influence of alcohol, symptoms of alcohol 
dependence or abuse, and receipt of treatment for alcohol problems. Data also 
were analyzed by the type of county in which respondents lived at the time of 
the interview and by college enrollment status. Moreover, because the NHSDA 
since 1999 has included people in all 50 States and the District of Columbia, 
it is possible to produce estimates at the State level. Therefore, this 
report also includes estimates of underage alcohol use at the State level 
based on combined data from 3 survey years: 1999 through 2001. (Author) 
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Alcohol Use by Persons Under 
the Legal Drinking Age of 21 

A dolescence and young adulthood are 
times of transition both physically 
. and socially, and many youthful be- 
haviors can have far-reaching consequen- 
ces.' During this time of social and develop- 
mental change, many young people also ex- 
periment with alcohol, although all States 
have had a legal drinking age of 21 since 
1988. Regular, excessive alcohol use in ado- 
lescence can result in changes in brain func- 
tioning'^ and cognitive impairment.^ Under- 
age drinkers who drive after drinking are at 
greater risk of fatal crashes than older drink- 
ers because of their lack of driving experi- 
ence and over-confidence. Among college 
students, about one fourth reported academic 
problems related to their alcohol use,^ and 
excessive alcohol use can result in death or 
injury, sexual assault or engaging in unpro- 
tected sex, and vandalism or property dam- 
age.® These problems affect more than just 
those who engage in underage alcohol use 
and include risks to other drivers and passen- 
gers caused by underage drinking drivers. 

This report presents findings on underage 
alcohol use (i.e., alcohol use among persons 

The NHSDA Report \s published periodically by the Office of Applied Studies, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA). All material appearing in this report is in the public domain and may be reproduced or copied without permission from SAMHSA. 

Additional copies of this report or other reports from the Office of Applied Studies are available on-line: http://www.DrugAbuseStatistics.samhsa.gov. 
Citation of the source is appreciated. 



In Brief 



• In 2001, nearly one in 
five persons aged 1 2 to 
20 engaged in binge 
alcohol use 

• Underage alcohol use 
tended to be more 
prevalent in States in New 
England, the upper 
Midwest, and the 
northern Mountain States 

• Nearly 3 million persons 
aged 12 to 20 were 
dependent on or abused 
alcohol in the past year 
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Figure 1 . Estimated Numbers of Persons Aged 12 to 
20 (in Thousands) Reporting Past Month Alcohol Use 
or Binge Alcohol Use: 2001 
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Figure 2. Percentages of Persons Aged 12 to 20 
Reporting Past Month Alcohol Use or Binge Alcohol 
Use, by Gender: 2001 
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Figure 3. Percentages of Persons Aged 12 to 20 Reporting Past Month 
Alcohol Use or Binge Alcohol Use, by Race/Ethnicity: 2001 
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under the age of 21) from the Nation- 
al Household Survey on Drug Abuse 
(NHSDA). The NHSDA asks respon- 
dents about the quantity and fre- 
quency of their alcohol use in the past 
month. The NHSDA also asks about 
problems or behaviors associated 
with their alcohol use in the past 12 
months, including driving under the 
influence of alcohol, symptoms of 
alcohol dependence or abuse, ^ and 
receipt of treatment for alcohol prob- 
lems. Data also were analyzed by the 
type of county in which respondents 
lived at the time of the interview® 
and by college enrollment status. 

Moreover, because the NHSDA 
since 1999 has included people in all 
50 States and the District of Colum- 
bia, it is possible to produce esti- 
mates at the State level. Therefore, 
this report also includes estimates of 
underage alcohol use at the State 
level based on combined data from 3 
survey years: 1999 through 2001. 



National Estimates and 
Patterns of Underage 
Alcohol Use 



In 2001, 10. 1 million people, or 28.5 
percent, of persons aged 12 to 20 



reported using alcohol in the past 
month. Nearly one in five persons 
aged 12 to 20 (19.0 percent, or 6.8 
million people) engaged in binge 
alcohol use in the past month in 
2001. Binge alcohol use is defined 
as having five or more drinks on the 
same occasion (i.e., at the same 
time or within a couple of hours) at 
least once in the past month. Thus, 



nearly 70 percent of underage per- 
sons who drank any alcohol in the 
past month had at least one occas- 
ion in that period when they consu- 
med five or more drinks (Figure 1). 

Underage alcohol use is more 
prevalent among males than among 
females. An estimated 29.8 percent 
of males and 27.2 percent of females 
aged 12 to 20 in 2001 used alcohol 
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Figure 4. Percentages of Persons Aged 12 to 20 Reporting Past Month 
Alcohol Use or Binge Alcohol Use, by County Type: 2001 





in the past month. Rates of binge 
alcohol use in the past month were 
22.0 percent for males aged 12 to 20 
and 15.9 percent for females in this 
age group (Figure 2). 

Among racial/ethnic groups, 
Non-Hispanic whites in the 12 to 20 
age group had the highest rate of 
past month alcohol use (31.6 
percent). Non-Hispanic blacks and 



Asians in this age group had the 
lowest rates (19.8 and 19.7 percent, 
respectively). Similar patterns were 
observed for binge alcohol use by 
Hispanic origin and race (Figure 3). 

Rates of past month alcohol use 
by county type for persons aged 12 to 
20 (Figure 4) were 27.3 percent for 
persons living in large metro-politan 
areas, 29.8 percent for those in small 




metropolitan areas, and 29.3 percent 
for those in nonmetro-politan areas. 
For binge alcohol use in the past 
month by county type, rates ranged 
from 17.7 percent in large 
metropolitan areas to 21.0 percent in 
nonmetropolitan areas. 

Figure 5 shows rates of alcohol 
use by single years of age from age 
12 to age 25. Rates are shown to 
age 25 to provide a further context 
for understanding underage alcohol 
use. Rates of any alcohol use in the 
past month for specific ages incre- 
ased up to age 21 (67.5 percent), the 
legal drinking age, and remained 
above 60 percent through age 25. 
Rates roughly doubled from age 12 
(2.6 percent) to age 13 (6.1 percent), 
from age 13 to age 14 (11.7 percent), 
and from age 14 to age 15 (21.5 
percent). In addition, more than 
half of young adults aged 19 or 20 
and nearly 45 percent of 18 year olds 
had used alcohol in the past month. 

Rates of binge alcohol use in the 
past month for specific ages showed 
a pattern of steady increases similar 
to that for any alcohol use, peaking 
at age 21. Nearly half of 21 year 
olds (48.2 percent) engaged in binge 
alcohol use at some point in the past 
month. In addition, nearly 40 per- 
cent of young adults aged 19 or 20 
were binge alcohol users in 2001. 
Approximately one in eight 15 year 
olds, 18 percent of 16 year olds, and 
nearly one fourth of 17 year olds 
were binge alcohol users in the past 
month. 

Figure 6 shows rates of alcohol 
use for young adults aged 18 to 20 
who were full-time college under- 
graduate students and those who 
were not. Full-time undergraduates 
aged 18 to 20 were significantly 
more likely to have used alcohol in 
the past month or to have engaged 
in binge alcohol use in the past month 
compared with their counterparts 
who were not in college full time. 
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Figure 6. Persons Aged 18 to 20 who Reported Past Month and Binge 
Alcohol Use, by College Enrollment Status and Age: 2001 
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state Estimates of 
Underage Alcohol Use 

Figure 7 presents State estimates of 
alcohol use among persons aged 12 
to 20 based on combined NHSDA 
data from 1999 through 2001. Pre- 
valence estimates were ranked and 
categorized into quintiles, or fifths, 
in order to simplify the discussion. 

Underage alcohol use in the past 
month at the State level ranged from 
a low of 16.1 percent of persons aged 
12 to 20 in Utah to 39.6 percent of 
this age group in North Dakota. 
Underage alcohol use tended to be 
more prevalent in States in New 
England, the upper Midwest, and the 
northern Mountain States of Mon- 
tana and Wyoming. Six of the ten 
States with the lowest rates of under- 
age alcohol use were located in the 
Southeast. In addition to Utah in 
the West, Idaho had one of the lowest 
rates of underage alcohol use (22.8 
percent). Although Southeastern 
States tended to have lower rates of 
underage alcohol use, Louisiana was 
an exception, with an estimated 32.5 
percent of persons aged 12 to 20 hav- 
ing used alcohol in the past month. 



Problems Associated with 
Underage Alcohol Use 

Two important issues of concern 
related to underage alcohol use are 
motor vehicle accidents resulting 
from driving under the influence of 
alcohol and the need for treatment 
for alcohol use disorders among 
youth. Unlike the estimates discuss- 
ed previously, which pertained to 
past month use, estimates in this 
section pertain to alcohol use in the 
past 12 months. Estimates in this 
section are based on the 2001 NHSDA. 

In 2001, nearly 3 million persons 
aged 16 to 20 were estimated to have 
driven under the influence of alcohol 
at least once in the past year, includ- 
ing more than 600,000 persons aged 
16 or 17. The rate of driving under 



the influence of alcohol in the past 
year for 16 to 25 year olds peaked at 
age 21 (28.3 percent) and then 
declined for ages 22 to 25 (Figure 8). 

Nearly 3 million persons aged 12 
to 20 were classified as meeting 
criteria for alcohol dependence or 
abuse in the past 12 months, based 
on the numbers of alcohol-related 
problems they experienced in that 



period (Figure 9). In comparison, 
however, only about 400,000 pers- 
ons in this age group were estimated 
to have received any type of alcohol 
treatment in the past year. This 
latter finding suggests considerable 
unmet need for alcohol treatment 
among underage drinkers exper- 
iencing problems related to their 
alcohol use. 
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Figure 9. Estimated Numbers of Persons Aged 12 to 20 (in Thousands) 
Who Met Criteria for Alcohol Dependence or Abuse or Who Received 
Treatment in the Past 12 Months: 2001 
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Source: (Figures 1-6, 8 and 9) SAMHSA 2001 
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Source: (Figure 7) SAMHSA 1999-2001 NHSDA 
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